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INTRODUCTION 

The U.S. drone policy is slowly generating more debate within the American public. 

Domestic economic concerns still dominate the attention of policy makers and the public, but as 

the economy improves, foreign policy is certain to regain national attention. In the recent 

presidential debates both candidates supported the U.S.’s drone policy in Pakistan (Obama & 

Romney, 2012). This coincides with the popularity the policy enjoys in the public (Cohen & 

Wilson, 2012). Yet because of the secrecy surrounding the details of the drone policy and the 

seclusion of the region in which drone strikes are conducted, the public lacks details necessary 

for an informed public debate. 

In this paper, I endeavor to shed some light on the policy and better explain some of the 

complexities and implications inherent in it. So my main thesis question is to try and decipher 

what the drone program is and how effective is it. This paper proceeds in seven sections. First, it 

is essential to have a better understanding of the region. Therefore, I provide a brief introduction 

to the relevant cultural and historical realities of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border region. Second, 

I explain some of the key sources of information on the drone policy and the difficulty in 

acquiring accurate data. Next, I explain the origins of the drone policy during the Bush 

Administration and the atmosphere in which it was adopted. Then I examine the continuation 

and expansion of the policy under President Obama. Then perhaps most importantly I examine 

the effectiveness of the program as a counterterrorism tool. Finally I provide some brief policy 

recommendations and conclude by looking at future areas of study that might be interesting and 

useful to explore. However, before proceeding with this examination it is important to highlight 

some of the key limitations of this paper. 
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LIMITATIONS  

Scope   

In order to maintain a clear focus on the U.S. policy implications of the drone program I 

do not focus on some of the other issues surrounding the drone policy such as the legality or 

morality of the program. My primary focus is the effectiveness of the policy and these other 

issues receive only cursory attention, as they relate to policy effectiveness otherwise they are 

beyond the scope of this paper.  

Location   

This paper only looks at the drone policy in the tribal areas of Pakistan next to the Pak-

Afghan border on the Pakistan side. I do not look at the drone attacks that are happening in 

Afghanistan or Yemen. The weapon may be the same but there are significant political 

differences in the policy in all three countries primarily because of the U.S.’s role in these 

regions. Also, the tribal areas of Pakistan are a unique environment and pose significant 

challenges for any outsiders who attempt to influence them. For all these reasons, there are 

significant policy differences across the three regions in which the U.S. currently employs drone 

strikes.  

Information   

Two major factors severely limit the information available on the drone policy. First, the 

drone policy is shrouded in secrecy and details regarding drone strikes are highly classified by 

the U.S. government (Sullivan, 2012). Second, the Federally Administered Tribal Areas of 

Pakistan (FATA) is a very secluded region cut off from the rest of the country by high mountains 
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and roads that are blocked and controlled either by the Pakistan military, locals or even militant 

groups (Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) Secretariat, 2012). I will talk about the 

region in more detail later, but for now it is important to point out that this has led to much 

conflicting information about the conflict in the region. I have tried to analyze the reliability of 

the information by looking at the methodology used to gather the information and the political 

climate to back the arguments. I tried to analyze the political interests of the groups reporting the 

information and consider their interests with having this information out in the public to judge 

the reliability of the information. For example it would be in the U.S. government’s interest to 

report minimum civilian casualties while it would be in the Taliban’s interest to exaggerate those 

numbers and so it important to recognize this when looking at which party is reporting the 

casualty numbers. This makes many of the conclusions in this paper time specific. As new 

information comes out and as the political climate changes so too will some of the conclusions of 

this paper have to be modified. The policy is currently ongoing and given the changes in the 

political atmosphere both in the U.S. and in Pakistan it is important to limit the time frame of the 

paper. Hence, this paper is based on information publicly known as of November 2012.   

Research  

Closely related to what I have said above is the impact of the secrecy and remoteness of 

FATA on the type of research and studies available. It has been very difficult for people to do 

field research in FATA (Living Under Drones, 2012). At the same time both the governments of 

Pakistan and the U.S. have been very reserved about giving information about the program. This 

has meant a dearth of concrete data on the region or on many aspects of the policy. Therefore for 

the purposes of this paper I have many times had to rely on investigative journalism and 

information leaked by anonymous sources. However as mentioned earlier I have tried to analyze 
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that information in the political climate in which it was gathered to try and justify or reject its 

credibility.       

I. REGIONAL BACKGROUND 

The Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) is a thin strip of mountainous land on 

the Pakistan side along the Pakistan-Afghan border. The region has a population of 

approximately 3.5 million people. FATA is divided into seven agencies (districts) and six 

frontier regions (FR) separating the agencies from the settled areas in Pakistan. See map below:  

.  
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In 2010 the name of North West Frontier Province changed to Khyber-Pukhtoonkhwa. 

As shown in the map above the tribal Agencies from North to South are: Bajaur Agency, 

Mohmand Agency, Khyber Agency, Orakzai Agency, Kurram Agency, North Waziristan and 

South Waziristan. While the six Frontier Regions (FRs) from North to South are: FR Peshawar, 

FR Kohat, FR Bannu, FR Lakki Marwat, FR Tank and FR Dera Ismail Khan. 

The region is exclusively inhabited by Pakhto speaking people and is predominantly Muslim 

(more than 99 percent). At the same time it is one of the most underdeveloped parts of the world. 

According to the government of Pakistan in 2003, the literacy rate was 17.4 percent in FATA 

compared to national average of 44 percent. For women the figures are even more abysmal with 

the literacy rate being 3 percent in FATA compared to the country average of 32 percent (FATA 

Secretariat, 2012). These figures if anything might have gotten worse since the increase in 

conflict has meant the targeting of schools and other institutions by all sides. Many times schools 

are targeted as suspected militant camps by government officials, while the Taliban groups target 

them on the suspicion that they promote a ‘western’ agenda and thinking (Ali, 2012; “Living 

Under Drones,” 2012).  

Also according to government figures, there is one doctor for every 7,670 people in FATA while 

the country average is 1,226. The per capita income in FATA is approximately 250 U.S. dollars 

per year, with 60 percent of the population living below the national poverty line (Living Under 

Drones, 2012, p. 25).  

Cultural Norms and Local Laws   

Life in the tribal areas of Pakistan is unique. The remoteness of that area has meant that 

the people of that area for years have managed to successfully resist the intrusions of 
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globalization. Without many of the formal institutions like a constitution, judiciary, state 

government/parliament or police that we take for granted, order in FATA has depended on 

culture. This gives cultural norms and values a whole new meaning. Therefore in the war for 

hearts and minds as President Obama and the revised U.S. Army and Marine Corps 

‘Counterinsurgency Field Manual’ have identified (as cited in Dickinson, 2009), it is important 

to understand and appreciate the social and cultural norms and traditions of the region to find a 

permanent solution. Below are some of these norms and practices that are important to know to 

have a better understanding of the solution I propose.   

Pukhtoonwali   

The literal translation of the term is ‘the way of the Pukhtoon’
1
 (Rzehak, 2011). So in 

essence this is an unwritten code of conduct that is very dear to Pukhtoon culture. This 

traditional code is still very prevalent in the tribal areas of Pakistan. As a semi-autonomous 

region, FATA has depended on the principles of this code to establish order. Embedded in this 

code is the bond and responsibilities towards the tribe and the importance of personal, family and 

tribal honor above all else. Put simplistically, the tribe for all practical purposes is an extension 

of the idea of a family in the western setting. More specifically there are three key concepts 

within pukhtoonwali that are important to understand for the purposes of this paper: nang 

(honor), nanawati (asylum) and badal (revenge) (Rashid, 2009; Rzehak, 2011; Taj, 2011).  

Nang (honor) is the basis of pukhtoonwali. It is the personal, family and tribe honor is 

what ensures that people respect the code. This sense of honor imbues each individual with a 

                                                             
1
 Pukhtoon is another phonetic spelling (& pronunciation) for Pushtoon. The same is true for Pukhto or Pushto 

which is the language spoken by this ethnic group. The phonetics changes across this ethnic belt in both Pakistan 
and Afghanistan.  
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personal responsibility to exemplify the Pukhtoon value system exemplified by pukhtoonwali. 

For many people their personal honor is indistinguishable from that of the family and tribe, and 

for many, honor comes above their own lives as well. For my paper it is important to know that 

any solution involving the assistance of the locals has to take this value into consideration.   

Nanawati is closely linked to another code within pukhtoonwali called malmasti 

(hospitality). Malmasti is the idea that regardless of a person’s race, ethnicity, social or economic 

status or even nationality, a Pukhtoon is required to show hospitality and profound respect or see 

his honor (and that of the tribe) tarnished. In the same spirit any person that asks for asylum must 

be granted such and the defense of that person becomes mandatory. Many scholars, including 

experts on the region like Ahmed Rashid (2009) and David Kilcullen (as cited by Taj, 2011), 

have argued that it is this concept that foreign militants use to get asylum in the area. However, 

as Farhat Taj (2011) mentions in her book Taliban and Anti-Taliban this is overly simplistic. 

What is often not mentioned is that nanawati comes with certain conditions for the asylum 

seekers. Importantly, asylum seekers cannot continue attacking their enemies while guests in 

Pakhtoon lands. They are also required to surrender their weapons to their host. Al Qaeda and 

other militant members have done neither of these. In fact they have either forced their way into 

the region (with some arguing with the help of the ISI) or in some cases they have managed to 

get the support of locals who sympathize with them. Nonetheless, their presence is not due to the 

responsibilities locals feel under puhktoonwali (Taj, 2011). 

Badal or revenge is the right and in some cases necessary step to uphold the honor of the 

family and the tribe. This means that the death of a single innocent civilian, whether by Al Qaeda 

members or by U.S. or Pakistani government forces, can make entire tribes hostile to that party. 

A famous Pukhto saying describes the importance of this concept, “If you take your revenge in 
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100 years, you’ve acted hastily.” In other words, even if it takes more than 100 years to 

accomplish revenge it is imperative to do so. This saying also highlights the way in which the 

honor of the individual is subsumed into that of the family and tribe because the responsibility 

for exacting revenge (and incidentally the legitimate targets of such revenge) can fall on tribe 

members who were not even born at the time of the initial offense. Thus, the consequences of 

injustices or offenses against the tribe can reverberate for generations. This concept is common 

to almost this entire region. 

This concept is important for understanding the probable reaction of locals when 

members of their tribe are lost in drone strikes. Ideally, from their perspective, they would be 

able to exact revenge on the ones responsible for killing their family member. When that is not 

feasible, as is often the case in the present situation, at the very least locals might try and 

sabotage U.S. efforts to fight militants. Bruce Hoffman (2006) argues that the terrorist is 

dependent upon the support they get from the public in which they live. This is why, according 

to (Booth, 2002; Lyall & Wilson, 2009), it is imperative to have locals on your side to win any 

asymmetric war. Hence, the risk of locals trying to sabotage U.S. efforts in order to get some sort 

of badal has potentially devastating consequences for U.S. strategy. Right now it is difficult to 

determine the exact sentiments of the population of the tribal areas, but it may be the case that 

for the moment they are waiting for their opportunity for revenge. In his book ‘The Pathans’, Sir 

Olaf Caroe (1999) rightly points out that when the British controlled Waziristan one of the local 

guards working at the fort in the area patiently cooperated with the British until he saw an 

opportunity when the fort was vulnerable to free all the prisoners and slaughter all the Brit ish 

officers. Conversely, this also means there is potential for the locals to turn against militant 

groups. If the locals are strengthened against the militants, who many see as having forced 
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themselves in the area, they will take their badal from them as well. I will talk about this in more 

detail in the solution section. 

However here it is important to mention that as Farhat Taj (2011) points out 

pukhtoonwali is flexible. It is flexible due to the institution of the Jirga which I will discuss next.   

Jirga  

A jirga is a council of men that both disputing parties agree to have as moderators for 

making a decision on any issue. The number of people in any jirga and the status of its members 

depend on the matter at hand. A jirga can be called for issues ranging from small local matters 

such as arbitration between two people or for matters as important as the future of Afghanistan or 

the Tribal areas, like the numerous Loya (Grand) Jirggagey (plural for jirga) called in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan since 2001. Any decision by the jirga is binding upon all parties. This 

binding decision is called tega or katey. Importantly, for a jirga to take place all parties have to 

call a ceasefire. In Pukhtoon culture talks do not happen while fighting is ongoing. Which is why 

drone strikes might undermine any efforts the U.S. is making in trying to get militant groups to 

come to the negotiating table. It is significant to note that any decision by the Jirga, even one 

contrary to traditional Pukhtoonwali norms, provide a forum through which a person or party 

may keep their honor yet still come to some sort of peaceful solution. For example, although 

revenge is a person’s right, a jirga acting as a moderator can ensure peace by making the culprit 

pay blood money to the victim’s family in return for a truce. If that happens, revenge cannot be 

taken and any act will be considered as an act of aggression which will have consequences (Taj, 

2011; Rzehal, 2011). 
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Lashkars  

Lashkars are local militia groups that are recruited from the tribes to fight a common 

cause. Historically this has been done many times, including against the British forces and more 

recently many pro-government lashkars have been formed to fight militant groups in the area. 

Unfortunately these groups have been very ill-equipped and in many instances consequently 

have had to dismantle their forces.   

Maliki 

After failing to overpower Afghanistan in three Anglo-Afghan wars the British Raj came 

up with a system to find a truce in the tribal areas and in order to protect its control over the 

Indian Raj. One key aspect of that arrangement was to pay an allowance to maliks (local leaders) 

in FATA to ensure that no army crossed over from Afghanistan while the Raj promised to 

maintain FATA’s autonomous status. That system helped secure the western border of the 

British Raj. Pakistan continued with that system, however the amount of money has not changed 

since the policy’s inception. This amount although based on the perceived status of the malik in 

the government’s eyes is virtually meaningless (Nawaz, 2009). For reasons that I will expand on 

later in the recommendation section I believe this amount needs to increase to represent an 

adequate amount.     

FCR laws 

Another important part of the British system was the Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR) 

law. The state of Pakistan has kept this law in place. FCR striped three basic legal rights from the 

people of the tribal areas; the right to appeal detention, the right to legal counsel and the right to 
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present reasoned evidence (Ali, 2011). Without going into too much detail about the law itself, 

for the purpose of this paper it is important to remember that the law punishes the collective 

rather than individuals and only the President of Pakistan, and not the Parliament, have the 

power to amend any of the laws. These archaic laws needs to change to resemble today’s 

realities. On paper Pakistan President Asif Zardari recently made amendments to the FCR laws 

but in practice not much has changed (Ali, 2011). FCR laws, which are exclusively applied to 

FATA alone, have barred the region from integrating into the rest of Pakistan. I will explain the 

reasons later under the recommendations section why it is important to amend this law and 

actually apply those changes.  

II. COUNTING CASUALTIES 
 

Casualty numbers for drone strikes are difficult to calculate, and range from David 

Kilcullen and Andrew Exum’s (2009) op-ed which indicates that many believe civilian casualties 

are 98 percent of total casualties to U.S. government representatives denying any civilian 

casualties at all in the last couple of years (Friedersdorf, 2012b). This large range is primarily 

due to the secrecy of the attacks, the interest of each group involved in manipulating the numbers 

for their advantage and the remoteness of the region. This has meant databases have used 

different methodologies to come up with the numbers. For example, according to various reports, 

the CIA reports any casualty of a male of military-age to be a militant, unless posthumously 

proven otherwise (Living Under Drones, 2012; Friedersdorf, 2012b). What efforts, if any, are 

made to have a posthumous investigation, is unknown. The U.S. government position has been to 

assume that a person in an area where terrorists are operating is likely involved in nefarious 
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activities as well (Living Under Drones, 2012). Therefore in many ways it is a guilt by 

association policy.  

  For the purpose of this paper I will be looking at three different data sets that look at 

drone strikes in Pakistan and estimate the number of civilian and militant casualties. They are 

The Long War Journal (LWJ), The New American Foundation and The Bureau of Investigative 

Journalism (TBIJ). Of the numerous articles and studies that I consulted on the subject, these 

three databases are the most widely used and most widely quoted databases on the subject. I have 

looked at each of them individually in appendix 5 of this paper to see why they come up with 

different numbers and which dataset is most accurate. Also in this appendix I have explained 

why I think TBIJ has the best dataset for counting casualties and a table from that database 

giving these numbers is below (TBIJ, 2012), while more elaborate tables are attached in 

appendix 2 at the end: 

 Numbers 

Total strikes 350 

Total Reported killed 2,593 – 3,378 

Civilians reported killed 475 – 885 

Children reported killed 176 

Total injured 1,252 – 1,401 

The Bureau of Investigative Journalism Database 

One thing that is common across all three datasets is that the total number of ‘high value’ 

targets killed is less than 2 percent of the total casualties. High value targets being mid-to-high 

level Al Qaeda and other militant group members. Names and years of high value targets 

reportedly killed can be found in the appendix 3.      
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III. PRESIDENT BUSH ADMINISTRATION  

The first reported drone strike in Pakistan was conducted in 2004 under the Bush 

Administration (Shah, 2012). The New American Foundation (2012) and the Long War Journal 

(2012) identify 10 strikes from 2004 to 2007 while in the same period TBIJ (2012) puts the 

number at 12. This period can be categorized as the experimental phase of what would later 

become a more expansive drone program. Part of the reason for the discrepancy was the cover 

being provided by the Pakistan military. Initially the Pakistan military would take responsibility 

for the attacks describing them as military operations (Shah, 2012). It wasn’t until 2007 that the 

Pakistan military openly started accepting the existence of drone strikes on Pakistani soil (Living 

Under Drones, 2012, p 42). All this secrecy came at a great price once the truth was disclosed. In 

late 2005 a local journalist, Hayatullah Khan, working in the area released the first documented 

story about a drone strike with pictures of shrapnel from the hellfire missiles that drones use and 

that Pakistan does not have. He soon went missing and later his body was found in government-

issued handcuffs. His body also showed evidence of torture (Living Under Drones, 2012, pp 41-

43). It is widely established that ISI was to blame for this murder to send out a message to all 

those who wished to disclose these secretive attacks that the government wanted to remain 

secret. Pakistan continued to deny the existence of any strikes. Then in 2007 a drone strike on a 

school in Bajuar Agency which also caused the deaths of several children occurred and the 

government again took responsibility. However, after an unexpectedly large backlash to the 

attacks from the public the Pakistan government, for the first time, admitted that the strikes were 

being conducted by the U.S. (Living Under Drones, 2012). Therefore, by the time the strikes 

became public they had already become immensely unpopular because of all the secrecy and the 

steps taken to make sure they remain secret.  
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Even when the government of Pakistan finally started admitting the existence of drone 

strikes, they denied that the U.S. was operating drones from within Pakistan (Perlez, 2009). 

However, it has since become known that they were in fact being conducted, at least partly, from 

the Shamsi airbase in Balochistan, Pakistan (ISI political cell, 2009). Again Pakistan had gone to 

great lengths to deny the existence of any airbase being run by the CIA. Therefore, once the 

news came out that there was indeed at least one airbase, Shamsi, being run by the CIA, the 

Pakistan government and military lost further credibility with the public. This secrecy also 

further angered the Pakistani public.       

In President Bush’s last year though, U.S.-Pakistan relations started changing 

dramatically. Stories of Pakistan providing covert support for militant groups started becoming 

more frequent. Some scholars argue that Pakistan was never really fully on-board with the U.S. 

but was compelled into joining them for fear of Pakistan becoming a target of U.S. aggression 

along with Afghanistan (Taj, 2012; Chalmers, 2011). Therefore, experts on the region like 

Ahmed Rashid (2009; 2012) argue that although Pakistan overtly cooperated with the U.S. but 

covertly, at least some elements in the Pakistan administration, continued to support militant 

groups fighting in Afghanistan. These stories were coming to light belatedly (Rashid, 2012). 

However, other scholars believe that President Bush’s decision to go into Iraq without having 

effectively stabilized Afghanistan was taken as a signal by Pakistan that the U.S. was not serious 

about restoring a democratically self-sustaining Afghanistan but was only interested in getting 

revenge. Hence, Pakistan could still influence what government came to power in Afghanistan 

and so they stuck with supporting groups that had traditionally favored Pakistan over the pro-

India Northern Alliance movement that seemed to be in control at the moment (Krasner, 2012).  
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Also, both Pakistan and the U.S. were going through major economic problems at home. 

The crash of the sub-prime market had sent the global financial market tumbling, with the U.S. 

economy being hit the hardest initially. In Pakistan, the Musharraf government was in political 

turmoil with strikes being led by the lawyers’ movement and by the public being very angry due 

to severe power shortages. Also the assassination of Benazir Bhutto in late 2007, the ex-Prime 

Minister of the country, was seen by many of her supporters as the doing of Musharraf. At the 

very least they saw him and his government responsible for not providing ample security (Sethi, 

2012).    

As for fighting terrorism, apart from the small skirmishes in South Waziristan, the 

Pakistan army seemed very reluctant to expand operations to other regions of FATA (Krasner, 

2012). Even in South Waziristan the operations did not capture any of the Al Qaeda leaders the 

U.S. was hoping they would. In 2008 about 38 drone attacks were conducted in FATA. This was 

a big jump from the 5 attacks just a year earlier (TBIJ, 2012). Before going into the details about 

why the policy was expanded it is important to see what the objectives in the region were and 

what the possible alternatives could have been.   

Objectives  

By 2008 one thing had become abundantly clear. There were militant safe havens on the 

Pakistan side of the Afghan border (Krasner 2012). However, it was still debatable as to how 

much support the Pakistan military establishment was providing these militant groups. In large 

part, the Bush administration had had a good working relationship with President Musharraf’s 

government with a few glaring exceptions. The most prominent one being the AQ Khan affair, in 

which the scientist in 2004 was blamed for selling sensitive nuclear information to Iran, Libya 
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and North Korea (Laufer, n.d.). Therefore, although Pakistan had overtly been cooperating with 

the U.S., the U.S. was not sure where Pakistan’s true loyalties lay.  

Countering these safe havens inside Pakistan had been identified by U.S. policy-makers 

as being critical for the success in Afghanistan (Panetta, 2012; Raddatz, 2011). This meant 

targeting both training camps, which would be somewhat straight forward targets, and also 

taking out militant leaders, which would be more complicated.  

Alternative 

By 2008 the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had started becoming increasingly unpopular 

in the U.S., especially with the worsening of the U.S. economy. Suddenly the U.S. public wanted 

these wars to end and more of that money to be spent at home. Also it wasn’t clear if the U.S. 

was making any gains in bringing stability to these countries, and therefore the public did not 

want to lose more American lives without seeing any positive results. Hence, any strategy would 

have to take both these things under consideration. Furthermore, it was important for the U.S. not 

to detach Pakistan, because their cooperation was necessary not only to fight extremism inside 

Pakistan but also to provide a safe route for NATO supplies coming into Afghanistan (Qazi, 

2012; Rashid, 2009).  

Therefore any policy would have to work within these realities. There seemed to be four 

possible alternatives at the time. However, there is very little evidence that option three was ever 

considered as a viable option, which I will talk about in more detail later.  

i) Expand U.S. ground operations to FATA. 

ii) Increase pressure on Pakistan to close down these camps by conducting military 

operations. 
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iii) Have locals form pro-government lashkars to expel militants and close their training 

camps in the region.  

iv) Start conducting drone strikes targeting militants and militant cells.  

The biggest problem with ground operations, even limited ones, was putting U.S. lives in 

danger. As explained in the beginning, the terrain is extremely rugged which favors guerilla 

fighters. Given the already unpopular nature of the war in the U.S., the public would not have 

liked further expanding the war into a third country. The reaction from the Pakistani state and 

public would also be very strong. It is likely that Pakistan would have seen these unilateral 

military operations as a direct and real violation of their sovereignty. These considerations made 

this option very unattractive and the only case in which we saw this being used was in the case of 

the bin Laden operation much later in 2011 (Rashid, 2012).   

By 2008 the U.S. was already putting pressure on Pakistan to take action in the Tribal Areas. 

However, it was not clear when Pakistan would take any action and how expansive such a 

military operation would be. When and if the military operation happened; would it be 

throughout FATA or just in a few Agencies? This had already been the case in the previous 

military operation in South Waziristan (Krasner, 2012; Taj 2011). Pakistan had refused to go into 

any of the other tribal agencies, claiming to already be stretched with fighting militant groups in 

South Waziristan. This was mainly because Pakistan still sees India as the main threat which 

means that most of the military units were still stationed on its eastern border rather than fighting 

militancy on its western border (Chalmers, 2011). Also this operation was very limited in its 

scope. Rather than aiming to completely clean the region of all militant groups there is evidence 

that only limited groups were being targeted. Another problem with having Pakistan conduct 

military operations without any other U.S. action was that if it was believed that Pakistan was 
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providing support to at least some militant groups than how sincere would these military 

campaign be? Would it be just for show to get the U.S. to stop pressuring them or would they 

genuinely go after all the militant groups? The lack of trust U.S. policy-makers had of the 

Pakistan army led them to conclude that they could not rely on the Pakistan military and would 

have to be more involved themselves. For example in June of 2011 anonymous U.S. officials 

complained that Pakistan had apparently tipped off militants at two bomb-building factories in 

FATA, giving militants time to flee, after U.S. intelligence shared the locations information with 

the Pakistani government (Dozier, 2011). They further said that this was not the first time that 

something like this had happened, however they admitted that it was possible that low-level 

security officials were tipping these militants off. Pakistan has argued that they were not tipping 

them off but rather militants move factories routinely and the army needs time to conduct a 

military operation in FATA. Furthermore Pakistani officials argue that they cannot enter the 

region without giving prior notice to locals who might be tipping the militants off.   

There is very little to suggest that any consideration was given to the third alternative of 

relying on local lashkars. Local lashkars against extremist militant groups did exist at the time in 

most of the Tribal Agencies, but they were very limited both in size and scope (Rana, Sial, & 

Basit, 2010). They were ill-equipped and no attempt was really ever made to make them a force 

equipped enough to fight the militant groups on their own. It is not clear whether this was 

because these lashkars were never believed to be capable of meeting that objective, or whether 

the U.S. and Pakistan governments did not like the idea of arming non-state groups, or if it was 

simply seen as a logistically less attractive alternative. For example since it would be difficult for 

the U.S. to have direct contact with these lashkars without branding them as U.S. agents, the 

U.S. would have to provide any assistance through some organization within the Pakistan 
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government. This would mean that the U.S. will not have as much control over the operations of 

the lashkars unlike the control they would have in the case of drone attacks. Furthermore there 

was no guarantee that just like the Pakistan military was suspected of only fighting foreign Al 

Qaeda members and Taliban groups like the Tehrik-e-Taliban (TTP) who conducted operations 

inside Pakistan but not against other militant groups like the Haqqani group who conducted 

attacks in Afghanistan, these lashkars wouldn’t end up doing the same.     

As mentioned, although the drone policy had been very limited up until 2008, it was done 

with the knowledge and support of the Pakistan administration (ISI political cell, 2012). The 

media hadn’t really paid much attention to the drone program either due to its limited use and the 

secluded area in which they were being conducted. This meant that there was little resistance or 

perceived danger of a backlash of expanding the program, even though some of the early strikes 

had reportedly had heavy civilian casualties.    

Then in late 2007 and throughout 2008 the focus of the international media and public moved 

away from war making and focused on dealing with the global financial crisis. This meant that 

there was almost no substantial resistance to the drone program by the U.S. public or other 

western governments nor was there any signs that there would be if the program was expanded. 

Within Pakistan as well, the public focus remained on electricity power shortages throughout the 

country and on the political turmoil caused by the lawyers’ movement against Musharraf, which 

meant that the expansion of the drone program pretty much went unnoticed. This made it easier 

to expand the program without any major public outrage.  
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IV.  PRESIDENT OBAMA ADMINISTRATION 

The use of drones has greatly expanded under the Obama Administration. U.S. objectives in 

the region seem to be the same as under President Bush’s administration however the major 

change was the expansion in the drone attacks. Under President Bush there were about 42 drone 

strikes (TBIJ, 2012); while under President Obama there have been a total of about 308 strikes as 

of the end of October 2012 (TBIJ, 2012). There are a number of reasons to which one can 

attribute this increase. 

1. A natural expansion: Breaking down President Bush’s drone strikes by month, the 

number of strikes steadily increased, especially in his last months in office (TBIJ, 2012). 

Therefore, one can conclude that under President Obama that policy merely continued 

this trend. However, there is evidence that the way the policy is made has changed. 

President Obama, unlike President Bush, is more involved in the targeting process 

(Becker & Shane, 2012). Under President Bush there were a number of high profile 

militant commanders that were successfully killed by drones (See Apendix). Therefore 

their effectiveness in that regard is undeniable and thus an expansion could be seen as a 

way of killing further militant commanders. However, it is important to note that only 

two percent of the total number of people killed in drone attacks have been identified as 

high or medium level commanders (Living Under Drones, 2012).   

2. Strategic changes: Although the strikes can be seen as a natural increase, there is also 

evidence of a change in the strategy and the procedure. Two strategic changes have been 

made under President Obama. Firstly, when President Obama came to power he decided 

to have a military surge in Afghanistan (Becker & Shane, 2012; Rules of Targeted 

Killing, 2012). As under the later years of the Bush Administration, many of the military 



22 
 

commanders in Afghanistan thought it critical to dismantle the militant safe havens and 

militant leaders in Pakistan for the surge in Afghanistan to be a success. Therefore drone 

strikes were used to achieve this end. Secondly, a new type of strike called a ‘signature 

strike’ was added to the previously used ‘personality strikes’ (Living Under Drones, 

2012, pp 12-13). ‘Personality strikes’ are drone strikes targeting suspected militant 

commanders based on intelligence placing them in a certain location. ‘Signature strikes’ 

are attacks targeting people believed to have similar behavioral patterns as militants 

without necessarily having an idea of the identity of the individual. This expanded the 

potential target list.   

As a procedure, as mentioned earlier, the President was more involved in the target 

selection process. This gives more legal and authoritative backing to drone operatives 

once a person is put on the ‘kill list’ or a strike pattern is approved. But especially 

problematic are ‘signature strikes’ where a calculation can be made that the behavioral 

check boxes have been met by the suspect without substantial evidence that the person is 

indeed a militant (Rules for Targeted Killing, 2012). 

3. Technological improvements: Since the drone strikes started in 2004, drone technology 

has been improved. The biggest improvement has been in making the hellfire missiles 

more accurate and decreasing their payload in order to minimize the collateral damage 

they cause (Becker & Shane, 2012). It is possible that this would increase the willingness 

of operators to go ahead with a drone attack more readily since it brings down the 

possible collateral damage caused.  

4. Domestic Political Advantage: There are a number of political benefits for expanding 

the drone policy. It is difficult to calculate the importance of these benefits in making the 
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final decision to expand the number of attacks, but at the very least these might have 

helped in making the decision easier. The policy has allowed President Obama to look 

tough on terrorism. Republicans have often criticized Democrats for being soft on 

national defense but the increased drone strike policy has allowed President Obama to 

counter this criticism. In fact, in the presidential debates this was one of the areas where 

the Republican Presidential candidate Mitt Romney agreed with the President (Obama & 

Romney, 2012). This has also allowed President Obama to counter U.S. public anger and 

contempt against the alleged double dealings that the Pakistan intelligence, ISI, has had 

with certain militant groups. This has likely increased the popularity of the drone policy 

among the U.S. public (Cohen & Wilcon, 2012). At the very least many in the public see 

it as a necessary evil in order to fight extremists that attacked them on September 11
th
 and 

continue to pose a threat. There is also evidence that there are segments within Pakistani 

society that see the program as a success including people in the military, government 

and even groups in the tribal areas (Taj, 2011; 2010). Taj (2011) argues that the only 

reason these groups don’t express their support publicly is because they fear the backlash 

from the rest of society or that they will be targeted by militants.  

It is important to note also the decrease in the number of civilian casualties per strike. As 

mentioned earlier, although the different data sets give different numbers for the number of 

civilian casualties, all of them point towards lower civilian casualties per strike under President 

Obama (TBIJ, 2012: TLWJ, 2012; The Year of the Drone, 2012).   
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V. EFFECTIVENESS  

Historically terrorism has always been a weapon of the weak. According to Bruce 

Hoffman (2006) terrorists’ survival depends on local support. They need locals to hide amongst 

and from whom they can recruit new fighters. Militarily, for all of the techniques used by Al 

Qaeda and affiliated groups, they cannot match the strength of the U.S. military. This is why the 

war on terror from the very early stages has been identified by a number of policy makers as a 

war for hearts and minds (Dickinson, 2009). Therefore when looking at the effectiveness of the 

drone policy it is necessary to not only concentrate on the number of militants or militant leaders 

killed but also whether it is winning over people or is it just helping recruit more militant 

fighters. As commander in Iraq, one of Gen. Petraeus’s main focus as part of his strategy was to 

limit recruitment (Bryant &Huang, 2009). Focusing on this is critical, especially since the U.S. 

does not plan to have a full out ground operation in Pakistan and also plans to draw down in 

Afghanistan by 2014 (Rashid, 2012). However before moving on, it is important to re-emphasize 

the problems of distinguishing between civilians and militants posthumously which makes it 

difficult to have a proper analysis of some aspects of the effectiveness of the drone program in 

FATA.  

Killing Militants 

As mentioned above there are many complexities surrounding counting the total number 

of deaths and especially distinguishing between militants and civilians. Having said that, with the 

exception of a few incidents like the attack on a jirga in 2006 that led to the killing of many 

citizens and the collateral damage that many drone strikes cause, the strikes do a very good job 

of killing militants (TBIJ, 2012). Even according to TBIJ (2012), which gives the lowest number 

of militants killed of all the three datasets, at least over two thousand militants have been killed. 
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There are extensive interviews with militant commanders and militants that quote them agreeing 

to the disruption to their lives that drones have caused (Shah, 2012; Taj, 2011). This possibly 

means that their operations have also been disrupted. Furthermore there are indications that talks 

have opened up with certain Taliban groups. Pakistan recently released a second batch of Taliban 

prisoners at the behest of the Afghan government. This is a signal for the opening of talks. In that 

regard a disruption of the daily lives of Taliban fighters and operations might make them more 

likely to come to the negotiation table (Pakistan releases, 2012). However, it is also important to 

mention that these groups have lived in a war zone for many years and culturally the concept of 

tiga, which I will talk about earlier in the FATA background part, might prevent them from 

continuing fruitful talks. I explain why this might be in my recommendation section.      

Killing militant leaders 

Out of the total number of people killed, less than two percent have been high or medium 

level militant commanders (Living Under Drones, 2012). These are the people on which the 

drone program should be focused. Low level militants and low level militant commanders are 

easily replaced and eliminating them does not accomplish much strategically. However, targeting 

high level targets greatly weakens the militant groups’ public image of invincibility and is likely 

to make lower level militants hesitant about taking high level positions. The killing of high level 

militant leaders also leaves a power vacuum and where this has happened previously it has led to 

a power struggle which undermines the organization. In 2008 when Baitullah Mehsud, the then 

Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) leader, was killed in a drone strike, a power struggle broke out 

between Maulvi Faqir Mohammed, Hakimullah Mehsud (who ultimately succeeded) and Waliur 

Rehman (Pakistan Taliban, 2009). In fact recently a power struggle has again started between 

Hakimullah and Waliur Rehman, indicating that more than three years since Baitullah Mehsud’s 
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was killed the TTP has struggled to replace him with a unanimously approved leader (A new 

Pakistan, 2012). 

INTELLIGENCE PROBLEMS 

Drone strikes rely heavily on intelligence. As mentioned earlier the remoteness of FATA 

means that there are no outsiders in the area. This means that locals are used to gather 

intelligence to find potential militants to target (Taj, 2011). However, many people and families 

have personal vendettas against one another and as mentioned earlier revenge or badal is a big 

part of life in the area. This fact coupled with the U.S. willingness to pay for information on 

terrorism suspects may lead some individuals to falsely identify others as terrorists. It is believed 

that the substantial amount is paid for dropping the ‘chip’ or ‘sim’ (Living Under Drones, 2012). 

So it is possible for people to get money as well as revenge over their enemies and therefore it 

won’t be surprising to imagine that they will give false information for personal gains. 

According to human rights first, a nonpartisan international human rights organizations based in 

New York and Washington D.C., a number of Afghan detainees in Bagram prison were arrested 

in Afghanistan after the U.S. led invasion on false intelligence from other Afghan locals 

(Detained and Denied, 2011). It is very likely that this is happening in the case of intelligence 

gathered for drones as well. Such intelligence gathering has also spread a lot of animosity and 

mistrust within the society and within tribes (Living Under Drones, 2012). This generates further 

instability in the area which many blame on the U.S. and is therefore making the U.S. even more 

unpopular.    

RECRUITING TOOL 

In Pakistan many militant commanders have been reported saying that drones have 

replaced Guantanamo as the main recruiting tool (Becker & Shane, 2012). Further corroboration 
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of this is to look at some of the slogans, anthems and songs, which are called tarana, that the 

militant groups produce to attract people to their cause. Many of them propagate the destruction 

and killings caused by drones.  

There is some evidence that drone strikes have been useful in recruiting some suicide 

bombers. Hussain Nadim (2012) conducted an interview study with three would-be suicide 

bombers aged 15 to 19 who had recently been released from a rehab center. All three identified 

drone strikes as the main reason for them willing to become suicide bombers. In a later portion of 

this paper I have tried to look at the connection between drone strikes and suicide attacks inside 

Pakistan. Although I will go into greater detail in that part of the paper, but here it is important to 

mention that when looking at the yearly data there seems to be a common trend between 

casualties caused by drone strikes and the rate of suicide attacks in Pakistan. It is hard to say 

whether this is because of civilian casualties or total casualties regardless of whether they are 

militants or civilians. Civilian casualties, militant casualties and total casualties all move more or 

less in the same direction which is why it is hard to distinguish between these three figures and 

suicide bombings.  

Bruce Hoffman (2006) talks extensively about the shock factor that acts of terror cause in 

a society even though in absolute numbers far more people die in car crashes than because of 

terrorist attacks. Suicide bombings have an especially high shock factor. This has further 

implications through society by spreading unrest within the country. For an already unstable 

country like Pakistan, this can be extremely detrimental. The recent events in the Arab spring 

have also shown that terrorist cells find it far easier to exist and thrive in countries where there is 

instability (Fahmy, Lister & Cruickshank, 2012). So as a policy this has serious consequences for 

the U.S.’s efforts against fighting militant extremists.       
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Opinion on Drone Program 

There are six different public spheres/groups that are relevant to this discussion, some 

more important than others for the insurgency in Pakistan. 

U.S. Public 

This is probably the only group with whom drone strikes are popular (Cohen & Wilson, 

2012). A recent poll conducted by Pew showed that apart from India, where almost 50 percent of 

those asked had no opinion, the U.S. was the only public that where more people approved of the 

drone program than disapproved. In fact it was the only country which overwhelmingly approved 

the program, i.e. 64 percent of those surveyed approved of drone strikes while only 28 percent 

disapproved (Global Opinion, 2012). Even during the recent Presidential debates one of the 

issues both candidates agreed on was the use drone strikes in Pakistan (Obama & Romney, 

2012). As mentioned earlier, stories of militant safe havens in Pakistan are rampant and U.S. 

military and intelligence commanders have continuously blamed these safe havens for their lack 

of success in stabilizing Afghanistan (Panetta, 2012). With U.S. Defense Secretary Leon Panetta 

calling drones ‘the only game in town’ (U.S. airstrike, 2009), it is easy to see why many in the 

U.S. public would see drones as a necessary evil at the very least. The main block of criticism in 

the U.S. has come from some human rights groups and in some academic circles, like University 

of Norte Dame Professor Mary Ellen O’Connell (McVeigh, 2012). Their main concern is around 

the transparency of the program. This transparency also makes the legality of the program in 

terms of domestic U.S. laws as well as international human rights laws and humanitarian laws 

unclear, which is why these groups have reservations against the drone program (O’Connell, 

2012a; 2012b).  
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Pakistan Public 

None of the 19 hijackers of the September 11 attacks were Pakistani nationals. This is 

despite the fact that the main mastermind behind the attacks, Khalid Sheikh Muhammed, was 

from Pakistan (The 9/11 Commission Report, 2004). A possible reason could be the difficulty of 

finding Pakistani nationals with U.S. visas willing to commit acts of terror. Looking back at the 

letters and videos left behind by the hijackers they point to the presence of U.S. military basis on 

the soil of Muslim countries and having puppet governments in place (Pape & Feldman, 2010). 

Pakistan at that point hadn’t been affected by much by those issues. The first Pakistani born-U.S. 

national to try and commit an act of terror on U.S. soil was Faisal Shehzad, the attempted Time 

Square bomber. During his trial he justified his attempted attack by pointing to drone strikes in 

Pakistan, something that no other terrorist on U.S. soil had mentioned before (Mazzetti, 2010). 

This begs the question, is the U.S. any safer because of drone strikes than it was prior to 

September 11? Pakistan has the second largest Muslim population in the world, second only to 

Indonesia. Radicalization of Pakistan could only mean more potential terrorist recruits. 

A recent poll done by Pew shows that Pakistanis who have heard a lot or a little about 

drone attacks conducted in Pakistan (55 percent in all of Pakistan and 87 percent in Khyber-

Pukhtoonkhwa, the state adjoining FATA), an astounding 97 percent consider them a bad thing. 

Also out of those familiar with the program, 94 percent believe they kill too many civilians. Even 

more worryingly 74 percent see them as not necessary in fighting extremist organizations in the 

country. This might partially explain the change in the percentage of people that see the U.S. as 

an enemy. In 2008, 60 percent of Pakistanis viewed the U.S. as an enemy, while in 2012 that 

number has increased to 74 percent (Pakistan Public Opinion, 2012).  
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Protests against drone strikes have become a common occurrence in Pakistan (Guerin, 

2012). The Pakistan National Assembly has time and again condemned the drone strike policy 

(especially in recent years since it is believed that the attacks are now being done unilaterally) 

(Perlez & Khan, 2011; PM demands an end, 2012). Yet, there is ample evidence (because of 

Wikileaks) that behind closed doors Pakistani leaders, including President Musharraf and Prime 

Minister Gillani more recently, have given their blessings for these attacks (as cited in Living 

Under Drones, 2012). According to a cable Mr. Gillani said, “we will make some noise in the 

national assembly but then do nothing” (Living Under Drones, 2012, p 106). A recent Pew poll 

showed that Pakistanis are divided over whether the drone attacks are done with or without the 

permission of the Pakistani government (Pakistan Public Opinion, 2012). Importantly, the fact 

that the leadership felt that publicly they had to condemn the attacks shows the unpopularity of 

the program in the Pakistan public. Furthermore none of the major parties in the country, both in 

the government and in the opposition, have spoken favorably of the program in public. The 

major reason for this is the perception of the high civilian casualties it causes and the violation of 

Pakistan’s sovereignty (PHC Serves notice, 2012).  

FATA Public 

The case of people living in the tribal areas is more complex. According to the recent 

New York University and Stanford University paper Living Under Drones (2012), in the tribal 

areas especially in North Waziristan, the tribal agency most targeted, these strikes are very 

unpopular. This has been especially true with the increasing number of civilian deaths and the 

disruption that the strikes have caused to the daily lives of the people. There have also been a 

number of anti-drone protests by tribals. 
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On the other hand, people like Farhat Taj (2011) argue that many in the tribal areas refer 

to drones as Ababeel – a Quranic story about holy birds sent by God to avenge Abraha who 

planned on attacking the holy city of Macca (p 19). Taj further argues that reason there hasn’t 

been open support for the drone program has been the fear of retaliation by militants group 

controlling the area and by pro-Taliban elements within the Pakistan army. Given these 

conflicting accounts it is safe to say the opinion of the policy is mixed among tribals. But beyond 

that due to security concerns in the region it is hard to get a better assessment of how majority of 

FATA residents feel about the drone program.  

Pakistan Leaders 

This group can be divided into three groups: government leadership, tribal leaders and 

military leadership. I briefly addressed government leadership earlier. President Musharraf’s 

government tried to cover for drone strikes by taking responsibility for them. This clearly shows 

the government’s support of the program at the time (PHC Serves notice, 2012). Since 2009 

under Prime Minister Gillani’s civilian government there have been many leaders coming out 

and condemning drone strikes, especially in the National Assembly (PM demands an end, 2012). 

The unpopularity of the drone program means that even pro-American Pakistani politicians 

publicly condemn the U.S. for personal political gains, further worsening the U.S. popularity in 

Pakistan (Taj, 2011). However, like I mentioned earlier cables through Wikileaks have shown 

the support of the leadership even then.  

Since May 2011, after the raid that killed bin Laden in Pakistan a misunderstanding later 

that year that ended with NATO troops mistakenly killing Pakistani soldiers on the Pakistani side 

of the Afghan border, things have become tense between Pakistan and the U.S. (Rashid, 2011). It 

is not clear what the Pakistani government’s true position on drone strikes is at this point. It 
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could also be that the government’s increasing opposition and rhetoric against drone strikes is 

purely political maneuvering ahead of the elections scheduled to be held in Pakistan in May 

2013.  

The tribal leadership position is also not very clear. Along with other parliamentarians in 

the National Assembly, elected representatives from FATA have also been sure to make known 

their dissatisfaction with the drones program (Living Under Drones, 2012). However Farhat Taj 

(2011) also sites other cases like the Peshawar Declaration in 2009 in which leaders from FATA 

also participated. In this meeting the members declared “if the people of the war-affected areas 

are satisfied with any counter-insurgency strategy; it is drone attacks that they support the most” 

(p 19). As mentioned earlier Taj (2011) argues that like the people of FATA, leaders don’t speak 

out more openly in favor of the program for fear of retaliation from militant groups and forces 

loyal to them in the Pakistani intelligence. The attacks on anti-militant jirgas and on pro-

government tribal leaders give more legitimacy to this argument made by Farhat Taj (40 killed in 

attack, 2008).  

The case of the Pakistan military leadership is even more complex. There are cases where 

Pakistani ISI clearly provided intelligence to kill militants. One of the cases was that of Baitullah 

Mehsud, the former leader of Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), who allegedly assassinated 

former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto in December 2007 (Walsh, 2009). However at the same 

time the ISI is also blamed by the U.S. for protecting certain militant groups (Panetta, 2012). 

This was also why the U.S. did not inform Pakistan of the raid on bin Laden. Farhat Taj (2011) 

and many others talk extensively about locals being more fearful of the threats from pro-militant 

elements in the Pakistan army than the militants themselves. This is why many of the locals 
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refuse to fight against militants in the area. How high up the support for these groups in the army 

goes is unclear.  

Considering Pakistan’s double dealing in Afghan politics, I conclude that the Pakistan 

military leadership is supportive of the program as long as they target foreign Al Qaeda members 

and elements within the Taliban, like the TTP, that target the Pakistani state. Yet they probably 

show their discontent when other militant groups, like the Afghan Taliban, the Taliban Quetta 

Shura or Haqqani Network are targeted, since these groups only operate in Afghanistan where 

Pakistan still hopes to continue its influence through them. However except for a few incidents, 

the U.S. has primarily targeted only Taliban groups that conduct operations across the border in 

Afghanistan. This is especially true recently which is why most of the strikes are conducted in 

North Waziristan where these groups are in control not the TTP (TBIJ, 2012). This is possibly 

why the military leadership seems to be growing increasingly impatient with the drone program 

and is trying to convince the U.S. to transfer the drone technology to them.             

Global Opinion 

Just as in the U.S., the drone program is recently garnering debate internationally as well. 

When President Obama came to office he emphasized on the importance of multilateralism and 

wanted to move away from the unilateral international interventionist policies associated with the 

U.S. during the Bush Presidency (Rashid, 2012). Although President Obama has been fairly 

successful in doing so, the drone program is one area where there is possibility of significant 

global opposition and a continuing trend may threaten the U.S.’s global image. In a recent Pew 

poll done in 19 countries (excluding the U.S.), more than 50 percent of the people surveyed in 

each country disapproved of the drone program (“Global Opinion,” 2012). The following figure 

gives the exact poll results: 
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                                     *Pew Research Center Q59b 

The major issue seems to be the same as raised by human rights groups inside the U.S., i.e. the 

legality of the program and the collateral damage associated with the attacks (Bowcott, 2012). 

There is also a concern that other countries might follow the U.S. in developing their own 

drones. In fact according to data collected by the International Institute for Strategic Studies, 11 

countries already have at least some form of unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) (as cited in Rogers, 

2012). Without clear international guidelines for the use of drones, there is a very real danger of 

drones being used to conduct covert operations by other countries as well.      

Gender Divide 

From a policy perspective it is also important to note the global gender divide between the 

support for the drone program. All the 10 countries where men and women were asked about the 
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drone program for a poll conducted by Pew in 2012, men overwhelmingly showed greater 

support for the program than women did. Even in the U.S., three out four men surveyed 

approved of the program while only half of the women surveyed approved of drone strikes. Refer 

to the following table: 

 

Although women are still a minority in the International Relations arena, women are rapidly 

becoming more involved and making a place for themselves within a traditionally male 

dominated area (Maliniak, Oakes, Peterson, & Tierney, 2008). This will perhaps mean even 

greater global decent of the drone policy in the future.     

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Many papers analyze policies without giving any substantial recommendations. I feel it is 

important to go through some of the improvements to the overall policy that may be made. 

Although this section is not the main focus of the paper, I will briefly suggest some potential 

improvements. As mentioned in the effectiveness portion of this paper there are two broad 
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objectives that need to be achieved; eliminate militants (whether by killing them or capturing 

them) and win over the hearts and minds of the locals and therefore limit recruitment. The drone 

policy has been somewhat successful in achieving the first objective but is failing if not 

undermining the second objective. My recommendation focus on how this might be changed. 

Transparency and Publicity  

The program needs to become more transparent. Such secrecy is very reminiscent of the 

torture program and black sites being run by the U.S. in the early years of the war on terror. By 

making the program more transparent, this negative connotation can be reduced. One would have 

to know the entire details about the program to decide what information about the program 

should be made public. Still, even without full knowledge of the program I feel confident 

suggesting that three major improvements can be made. One area would be to disclose the 

selection process of targets, so that the public can be confident it is not done arbitrarily or 

carelessly. A second improvement would be to disclose measures being taken to minimize 

civilian casualties.  

Finally, there seems to be significant evidence that the drone strikes are probably being 

done in collaboration with the Pakistani government. Therefore it is important that the U.S. 

government release information that the strikes are being done with the permission of the 

Pakistani government so that the Pakistan public stops seeing the program as a violation of their 

sovereignty. The U.S. is struggling to win support of the Pakistani public and a big part of this is 

because Pakistanis see the U.S. as acting unilaterally in their country for only its own interest. 

But showing how the program is rather a collaboration between the two countries and is being 

used to work in the interest of the region at large and not just to enhance U.S. interests. This links 

to a larger issue of better publicity of the program and removing some of the false 
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misconceptions about the program. For example an effort needs to be made to show how 

civilians as a number of total casualties have as a result of drone strikes have greatly decreased. 

This is discussed in more detail in the areas of further study portion.  

Types of Strikes/Targets 

It is essential that all drones are based on reliable intelligence and only conducted when 

there is a very high degree of certainty that the targeted people are present. As such information 

is classified it is hard to tell what the current requirement of reliability of intelligence is before a 

drone strike is conducted. Unlike soldiers in the field, drone operators do not have to make split 

second decisions in order to mitigate the danger to their own lives. This is the argument that 

William Mitchell Law Professor Afsheen Radsan and Texas Tech University Professor Richard 

Murphy (2011) makes in arguing that drone operators need to be certain of the target before 

striking. Worst case scenario the militant gets away, but they might be targeted later. This will 

also mean halting signature strikes and relying more on personality strikes with known targets. 

Moreover, strikes should be limited to high level militant commanders, where the potential 

backlash from the strike is assessed to be worth the benefit. Low level militants and low level 

commanders are easily replaced without much harm to the organization and thus do not seem to 

warrant the potential negative consequences associated with the program. 

Also there needs to be an effort to limit drone strikes in populated residential areas. 

Instead militants should be targeted when they are on the road in cars or in more secluded areas. 

President Obama has stated that this policy has recently been adopted but it needs to be expanded 

(Becker & Shane, 2012). This will help minimize collateral damage caused by civilian casualties 

and destruction of property.  
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Compensation  

The Lining Under Drones report (2012) goes into great detail about the loss of property 

and other economic hardships that the drone strikes are causing when the death of the bread-

winner of a family occurs. This has grave consequences on the overall counterterrorism efforts 

being made in the region. One of the best recruiting tool for militants has been the humanitarian 

work their humanitarian arms did during the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan and more recently 

during the floods (Rodriguez, 2010). In the tribal areas many people had children enrolled in 

religious militant schools in return for money or a monthly stipend (Rashid, 2009; Rashid, 2012). 

Also if a household has lost a family member in a drone strike, it will make the decision that 

much easier. Therefore it is important to try and prevent this from happening. One easy way of 

doing that is to compensate households who lose property or family members in collateral 

damage. But there is a problem of the U.S. looking guilty especially since it still denies the 

existence of any substantial collateral damage. Therefore this compensation should be handed 

out through the local government or even better through pro-government maliks or Tribal 

leaders. This will help these groups win support while at the same time limiting the economic 

attractiveness of joining militant groups. Given the poverty in the area this will not be very 

expensive endeavor either. 

Development Projects 

It is important to spend more money on development projects in FATA. When President 

Obama first came to office in 2009, he announced a new civilian aid package which promised 

seven billion dollars of aid to be given to Pakistan over the next five years for civilian 

development projects, including but not limited to infrastructure, health, education and 

institutional support (Rashid, 2012). However, where and how these funds are to be spent was 
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not specified. Unfortunately, most of that money is not being spent in the regions most impacted 

by the ongoing fight with militant extremists. There needs to be shift in this aid package. If we 

are to convince the people of the tribal areas that this is not blood money being paid to the 

central government to let the violence continue in FATA but rather part of a larger policy to help 

fight extremism, then much more needs to be spent in the tribal areas and on its people. 

Economic relief again will help the government, which has neglected development projects in 

the area since 1947, win back support of the locals (Taj, 2011). The U.S. government’s best 

advertisement in the area since the war began in 2001 to win back local support has been the 

humanitarian assistance provided by the U.S. during the 2008 floods in Pakistan (Rashid, 2012). 

More relief projects like these need to be done, especially to help internally displaced people 

(IDP), which can become vulnerable to recruitment due to economic necessity. 

Local Lashkars and Maliks  

Local lashkars and pro-government maliks need to be strengthened. All the earlier 

recommendations relate to winning the hearts and minds of the locals but it is also important to 

eliminate the current militants in the region. The lack of local support will help isolate militants 

but as one of the recommendations calls for limiting drone strikes to only high target level 

militant leaders it is important the void of decreased attacks be filled. The best way of doing this 

is through local lashkars. These lashkars right now are not as well armed as militant groups. 

They need to be given the financial and arm support they need. Many lashkars have in fact 

disbanded over the period of the war complaining of a lack of support from the central 

government (Orakzai lashkar disbanded, 2011). Lashkar members have complained that militant 

groups have far more and better arms and ammunition than they do, which is why they do not 

stand any real chance of fighting back. It is important to remember that to the people of FATA 
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even the Pakistan military is seen as a foreign army. And given the culture of the region they will 

always side with people from their own tribes, even if they disagree with them, over those 

perceived as foreigners. Lashkars can take that away from militant groups. The people influential 

enough to form lashkars and delegitimize militant groups are maliks. Unfortunately, only the 

Taliban seem to have realized this so far which is why they continuously target maliks, yet the 

Pakistan government or the U.S. have done little to protect them or win over their loyalties (40 

killed in attack, 2008).  

Negotiations 

Recently a second batch of Afghan Taliban was released by the Pakistani government at 

the behest of the Afghan government (Pakistan releases Afghan, 2012). With most of the U.S. 

offensive units ready to be withdrawn by 2014 from Afghanistan, it seems like the calculation 

has been made that it is time to start talks with the Taliban (Rashid, 2012). I have previously 

talked about the concept of tiga. For these talks to be successful it is important for violence 

levels to go down during the period of the talks. This means that drone strikes will have to be 

minimized. Importantly though, if lashkars are supported they will be able to continue to fight 

against the militants while drone strikes are suspended, since these lashkars would not be part of 

the talks they can continue to put pressure on the militant groups in their regions without 

violating cultural norms.      

VII. AREAS OF FURTHER STUDY (Refer to Appendix 4) 

For the purposes of my analysis in this section, for reasons I have mentioned earlier in the 

‘number counting’ section, I will use the data from the Bureau of Investigative Journalism 

database. As for the suicide numbers in Pakistan, I used data from the South Asian Terrorism 
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Portal (SATP). SATP collects data from news reports. The Pakistan Public Opinion poll about 

the U.S. is taken from the yearly survey conducted by the Pew Research Center since 2002, 

under its Pew Global Attitudes Project.    

Before going into details about various trends, it is important to point out that in this section I 

will try to explore connections and trends but at a very basic and introductory level. A deeper 

study based on better data collection and a longer time period will have to be done to draw 

concrete conclusions.  

Figure 1a in appendix 4 shows the drone casualty patterns over time i.e. total high estimate of 

casualties, total low number of casualties, high estimate of civilians killed and low estimate of 

civilians killed. As expected all the numbers move in the same direction. The first few values are 

based on yearly basis because of the limited strikes from 2004 to 2007, but 2008 onwards the 

graph is drawn on a monthly basis. Given that we can see that the casualty numbers sharply 

increase till late 2010 but then slowly started decreasing. However, positively the civilian 

casualties as a result of total casualty numbers decrease over time. This is best seen in Figure 1b. 

In Figure 1b I calculated the average number for total casualties and average number for civilian 

casualties. The high-low lines show the gap between the average number of total casualties and 

average number of civilians killed. From this graph we can see how the gap increases over time, 

which means that more militants (or unknowns) are being killed for every civilian casualty in 

drone strikes. Therefore this graph supports the U.S. government’s position that drone strikes are 

becoming more accurate (Becker & Shane, 2012). 

As I have mentioned earlier in the paper, drone strikes are considered as an excellent recruiting 

tool for militants. However there is no reliable data gathered on the number of militants in each 
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militant group to be able to see if indeed militant recruitment is increasing. However what can be 

calculated are suicide bombings, which as mentioned by Bruce Hoffman is increasingly 

becoming the weapon of choice by terrorists. Therefore as recruits increase and animosity 

towards drone attacks increases as well, one can predict the number of suicide attacks to increase 

as well. In Figure 2a I tried to look at the number of suicide attacks in Pakistan and the number 

of drone strikes being conducted. The data timeline is for 2008 onwards, because the monthly 

data before that is not enough to be able to conclude any trends. But from this diagram it is hard 

to see any substantial trend and the weak correlation coefficient of 0.03 proves that. In Figure 2b 

I looked at the number of casualties (both for civilian and total) and suicide attacks, because 

people in the affected areas would be more concerned with the casualty numbers rather than the 

number of drone strikes. In this case although the correlation is a little stronger than before, 0.3 

between average number of civilians killed and suicide bombings however it is still very weak 

and no clear patterns can be seen (except for probably in 2008 and early 2009). However, 

interestingly the correlation is a little stronger for number of civilians killed with suicide attacks 

than that between total number of casualties and suicide attacks.    

The reason for weak correlations could be because of choosing a monthly time period, and this 

might not a suitable unit. The reason could be the time gap between drone strikes and suicide 

attacks. For example Benazir Bhutto was killed on December 27, 2007 but Baitullah Mehsud, the 

leader alleged to have planned the assassination wasn’t killed in a drone attack till august 2009. 

While in other cases like in retaliation to the bin laden killing, a suicide attack against a Pakistan 

paramilitary training center was conducted that same month (after two weeks in May 2011) 

(Rashid, 2012). Therefore probably a better unit of measurement would be looking at it on a 

yearly basis. I did this in Figure 4 and also looked at the Pakistan public opinion about the U.S.  



43 
 

In Figure 4 we can see a medium correlation between suicide attacks and the number of drone 

strikes, i.e. a correlation coefficient of 0.6. As one increased so did the other. Drone strikes 

reached a peak in 2010 while suicide attacks reached a peak in 2009 and since then both have 

slowly decreased. However there doesn’t seem to be a strong trend with the public opinion 

results. The public opinion poll calculates the number of Pakistanis looking unfavorably at the 

U.S. and the vertical scale is the one on the right. In 2003 it peaked with 84 percent of Pakistanis 

looking at the U.S. unfavorably, because of the Iraq War. However since then it started coming 

down slowly until 2006, but then started increasing again. It is hard not to think that then open 

drone attacks started in that period would not have something to do with it as well. But as drone 

strikes decreased from 2010 onwards, public opinion unfavorability kept on increasing. 

Therefore it is possible that more important than the actual number of drone strikes is the 

publicity of the program.  

However two important limitations need to be noted here. Firstly, the time period is very short. 

The drone program in Pakistan reached a proper measureable level only as late as 2008 and 

therefore we only have substantive data for 5 years. Secondly, there are many other political 

events effecting both drone attacks and suicide attacks. For example Pape and Feldman (2010) 

argue that the rate suicide attacks can be also be explained partly by the number of troops on the 

ground and by military operations. This is applicable to Pakistan as well with Pakistan having 

more military operations in FATA in 2008, 2009 and 2010 than in any other year. These are also 

the years where drone strikes and suicide attacks were at record high in Pakistan. Therefore 

further studies with better data and on ground research needs to be done. Once these connections 

can be established, policy implications of things like suicide attacks need to be considered as 

well and be part of the overall calculations of expanding or limiting the program.               
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V. Conclusion  

The U.S. drone policy in Pakistan from the start has been shrouded in secrecy and there 

are not many signs suggesting that might change soon either. This has made analyzing the 

program without access to classified information very difficult. But as the world, thanks to 

human rights activists and journalists, starts to pay more attention to the drone issue, it is likely 

that the public will start having more concrete information about the program. When looking at 

the effectiveness, drone attacks seem to be working in killing militants in FATA. However they 

seem to be undermining other U.S. objectives like limiting militant recruitment and countering 

extremism in the region, both of which require winning over the local population. The success of 

targeting high-level militant commanders is also very limited. Only 2 percent of the total 

casualties are high-value commanders. Now with the U.S. withdrawing from Afghanistan in 

2014, there needs to be a serious re-evaluation of the drone program and what its role should be 

in moving forward. May be it is time to explore the possibility of having other alternatives, like 

supporting local lachkars and maliks, to start playing a greater role in the overall U.S. policy 

towards the region and not rely on drones as much.    
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Appendix 1 

Pakistan Map and Neighbors: 
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FATA District Map: 

 

 

*In 2010 the name North West Frontier Province was changed to Khyber-Pukhtoonkhwa.  
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Appendix 2 

 

The Long War Journal 

Year No. of Drone Strikes Militant Killed Civilian Casualties 

2012 44 291 4 

2011 64 405 30 

2010 117 801 14 

2009 53 463 43 

2008 35 286 31 

2007 5 73 0 

2006 3 122 20 

2005 1 No data No data 

2004 1 No data No data 

 

 

 

The New American Foundation 

 

Year 
No. of 

Drones 

Militant 

Low 

Militant 

High 

Unknown 

Low 

Unknown 

High 

Civilian 

Low 

Civilian 

High 

Total 

Low 

Total 

High 

2012 43 187 298 19 31 4 4 210 333 

2011 72 304 488 31 36 56 64 367 600 

2010 122 555 960 38 50 16 21 611 1028 

2009 54 241 508 44 136 66 80 354 721 

2008 36 157 265 49 54 23 28 229 347 

2004-2007 43 43 76 16 18 95 107 155 200 

Total 337 1487 2595 188 315 257 310 1932 3176 
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The Bureau of Investigative Journalism 

 

Year No. of Drone 

Strikes 

Total 

Casualties 

(low) 

Total 

Casualties 

(high) 

Civilians 

Killed (low) 

Civilians 

Killed (high) 

2012 45 244 400 5 47 

2011 76 471 679 68 157 

2010 128 896 1080 114 231 

2009 55 519 746 104 191 

2008 38 259 383 74 146 

2007 5 37 56 4 12 

2006 3 102 113 96 104 

2005 3 15 15 6 10 

2004 1 6 8 2 2 
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Appendix 3 

 

The data for this chart is primarily collected from The Long War Journal. This dataset gives a 

clear list of names and was more inclusive of the term ‘mid or high level militant’ than the New 

American Foundation database. However, in some cases for the description or for drone strikes 

over the last couple of months, information was copied from New American Foundation’s 

database Year of the Drone and from The Bureau of Investigative Journalism database. 

 

 

Name of Militant 

 

Date 

 

Description 

 
Nek Mohammed June 18, 2004 A senior Taliban commander in South 

Waziristan who had links to Osama bin 

Laden and Mullah Omar. 

Abu Hamza Rabia December 1, 2005 Al Qaeda's operational commander. He 

was involved with two assassination 

plots against Pakistani President Pervez 

Musharraf. 

Imam Asad March 1, 2006 Camp commander for the Black Guard, 

al Qaeda's elite bodyguard for Osama 

bin Laden and Ayman al Zawahiri. Asad 

was a Chechen with close links to 

Shamil Basayev. 

Liaquat Hussain October 30, 2006 Second-in-command of the Bajaur 

TNSM. 

Abu Laith al Libi January 29, 2008 Senior military commander in 

Afghanistan and the leader of the 

reformed Brigade 055 in al Qaeda's 

paramilitary Shadow Army. 

Dr. Arshad Waheed (aka 

Sheikh Moaz) 

March 16, 2008 A mid-level al Qaeda leader. 

Abu Sulayman Jazairi May 14, 2008 The chief of al Qaeda's external 

network. Jazairi was a senior trainer, an 

explosives expert, and an operational 

commander tasked with planning attacks 

on the West. 

Abu Islam al Masri July 28, 2008 Aide to Abu Khabab al Masri. 

Abdul Wahhab al Masri July 28, 2008 A senior aide to Abu Khabab al Masri. 
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Abu Mohammad Ibrahim 

bin Abi al Faraj al Masri 

July 28, 2008 A religious leader, close to Abu Khabab 

al Masri. 

Abu Khabab al Masri July 28, 2008 The chief of al Qaeda's weapons of mass 

destruction program and a master bomb 

maker. 

Abdul Rehman August 13, 2008 A local Taliban commander in the Wana 

region in South Waziristan. 

Abu Wafa al Saudi September 4, 2008 An al Qaeda commander and logistician. 

Abu Haris 

 

September 8, 2008 

 

A senior al Qaeda military commander 

from Syria who led more than 250 Arab 

and Afghan fighters under the guise of 

the Jaish al Mahdi in Helmand province. 

He became al Qaeda's operations chief 

in the tribal areas in 2008.  

Abu Hamza September 8, 2008 An explosives expert from Saudi Arabia 

who served as al Qaeda's commander in 

Peshawar. 

Abu Qasim September 8, 2008 An al Qaeda operative from Egypt. 

Abu Musa September 8, 2008 An al Qaeda operative from Saudi 

Arabia. 

Abu Ubaidah al Tunisi September 17, 2008 An al Qaeda military commander who 

fought against the Russians in 

Afghanistan. 

Abu al Hasan al Rimi October 2008  

(exact date unknown) 

A senior al Qaeda operative. 

Khalid Habib October 16, 2008 The commander of the Lashkar al Zil or 

the Shadow Army, al Qaeda's 

paramilitary forces in Pakistan's 

northwest and Afghanistan. 

Abu Jihad al Masri October 31, 2008 The leader of the Egyptian Islamic 

Group and the chief of al Qaeda's 

intelligence branch, and directed al 

Qaeda's intelligence shura. He directed 

al Qaeda's external operations in Egypt. 

Abdullah Azzam al Saudi November 19, 2008 Served as liaison between al Qaeda and 

the Taliban operating in Pakistan's 

northwest. Azzam facilitated al Qaeda's 

external operations network. He also 

served as a recruiter and trainer for al 

Qaeda. 

Abu Zubair al Masri November 21, 2008 

 

Served as an explosives expert for al 

Qaeda as well as a leader. 

Sheikh Ahmed Salim 

Swedan 

January 1, 2009 A senior aide to Osama al Kini who was 

wanted for the 1998 bombings against 

the US embassies in Kenya and 

Tanzania. 
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Osama al Kini (aka Fahid 

Mohammed Ally Msalam) 

January 1, 2009 Al Qaeda's operations chief for Pakistan 

who was wanted for the 1998 bombings 

against the US embassies in Kenya and 

Tanzania. 

Abdullah Hamas al Filistini April 1, 2009 A senior al Qaeda trainer. 

Khwaz Ali Mehsud June 23, 2009 A senior deputy to Baitullah Mehsud. 

 

Mufti Noor Wali July 3, 2009 A suicide bomber trainer for the Taliban 

and al Qaeda. 

Kifayatullah Anikhel July 7, 2009 A Taliban commander under Baitullah 

Mehsud. 

Baitullah Mehsud August 5, 2009 The overall leader of the Movement of 

the Taliban in Pakistan. 

Tahir Yuldashev  August 27, 2009 The leader of the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan. 

Mustafa al Jaziri September 7, 2009 A senior military commander for al 

Qaeda who sits on al Qaeda's military 

shura. 

Maulvi Ismail Khan September 8, 2009 

 

A military commander in the Haqqani 

Network. 

Najmuddin Jalolov September 14, 2009 The leader of the Islamic Jihad Group, a 

breakaway faction of the Islamic 

Movement of Uzbekistan.  

Najmuddin was closely allied with al 

Qaeda. 

Abu Musa al Masri October 21, 2009 A senior al Qaeda explosive expert and 

trainer. 

Saleh al Somali December 8, 2009 

 

The leader of al Qaeda's external 

network. 

Zuhaib al Zahib December 17, 2009 

 

A commander in the Lashkar al Zil, al 

Qaeda's Shadow Army. 

Abdullah Said al Libi December 17, 2009 

(exact date unknown) 

The top commander of the Lashkar al 

Zil, al Qaeda's Shadow Army. 

Haji Omar Khan December 31, 2009 A senior Taliban leader in North 

Waziristan. 

Mansur al Shami Exact date unknown. 

Last seen on as Sahab 

on January 4, 2010. 

An al Qaeda ideologue and aide to 

Mustafa Abu Yazid. 

Jamal Saeed Abdul Rahim January 9, 2010. 

 

An Abu Nidal Organization operative 

who participated in killing 22 hostages 

during the 1986 hijacking of Pan Am 

flight 73. 
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Abdul Basit Usman January 14, 2010. The US has a $1 million bounty on 

Abdul Basit Usman, an Abu Sayyaf 

master bomb maker, for conducting 

attacks that murdered civilians. Usman's 

death is unconfirmed, however. 

Abdul Haq al Turkistani February 14, 2010. A member of al Qaeda's Shura Majlis 

and the leader of the Eastern Turkistan 

Islamic Party.  

Sheikh Mansoor  February 17, 2010. 

 

An al Qaeda Shadow Army commander 

who was based in North Waziristan and 

operated in eastern Afghanistan.  

Mohammed Haqqani February 18, 2010. A mid-level Haqqani Network military 

commander and brother of the group's 

top military commander Siraj Haqqani.  

Qari Mohammad Zafar February 24, 2010. A leader of the al Qaeda and Taliban-

linked Fedayeen-i-Islam wanted by the 

US for attacking the US Consulate in 

Karachi in 2006. 

Sadam Hussein Al Hussami March 8, 2010. A senior operative in al Qaeda's external 

operations network who was involved in 

the suicide attack that killed seven CIA 

officials in Khost. Hussami is also 

known as Ghazwan al Yemeni. 

Mustafa Abu Yazid May 21, 2010. Yazid, who is also known and Sheikh 

Saeed al Masri, is al Qaeda's leader in 

Afghanistan and top financial official. 

Osama bin Ali bin 

Abdullah bin Damjan al 

Dawsari 

May 28, 2010. A senior operative and key link with the 

Taliban in South Waziristan, Pakistan. 

He also facilitated operations in 

Afghanistan. 

Ibrahim June 10, 2010. The commander of the Fursan-i-

Mohammed Group, an al Qaeda group 

based in North Waziristan. 

Sheikh Ihsanullah June 10, 2010. An al Qaeda military commander who 

conducted operations in Afghanistan. 

Abu Ahmed June 19, 2010. An al Qaeda military commander who 

conducted operations in Afghanistan. 

Inayatullah 

 

Sept. 3, 2010. A Taliban military commander based in 

North Waziristan. 

Qureshi Sept. 8, 2010. An Islamic Jihad Group commander 

who trained Germans and other 

foreigners in North Waziristan and then 

sent them back to their home countries. 

Saifullah Haqqani Sept. 14, 2010. A Haqqani Network military 

commander in Afghanistan and a cousin 

of Siraj Haqqani. 
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Sheikh Fateh al Masri Sept. 25, 2010. Al Qaeda's leader in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan (or the Khorasan). 

Ibn Amin Dec. 17, 2010. A senior al Qaeda and Taliban military 

commander who led forces in Swat in 

Pakistan. 

Abu Zaid al Iraqi Feb. 20, 2011. A senior al Qaeda operative who served 

as the top financial officer in Pakistan. 

Ilyas Kashmiri  

(Unconfirmed) 

June 3, 2011. The leader of al Qaeda's Lashkar al Zil 

and the operational commander of the 

Harkat ul Jihad-i-Islami. He also was a 

member of al Qaeda's external 

operations council. 

Atiyah Abd al Rahman Aug. 22, 2011. A senior al Qaeda leader who served as 

Osama bin Laden's chief of staff and a 

top operational commander. 

Abu Hafs al Shahri Sept. 11, 2011. A senior al Qaeda leader who served as 

the operations chief for Pakistan. 

Haleem Ullah Sept. 30, 2011. A deputy commander to North 

Waziristan Taliban leader Hafiz Gul 

Bahadar. 

 

Janbaz Zadran Oct. 13, 2011. Siraj Haqqani's deputy who served as 

the number three for the terror network. 

Abd al Rahman al Yemeni Oct. 13-14, 2011 

(exact date unclear). 

A senior operative who was involved in 

al Qaeda's external operations network. 

Abu Miqdad al Masri Oct. 13-14, 2011 

(exact date unclear) 

 

A member of al Qaeda's Shura Majlis 

who also was involved in al Qaeda's 

external operations. 

Hazrat Omar, Khan 

Mohammed, Miraj Wazir, 

and Ashfaq Wazir 

Oct. 27, 2011. Omar was Mullah Nazir's brother who 

served as the group's operational 

commander in Afghanistan. 

Mohammed, a senior deputy to Nazir. 

Miraj Wazir and Ashfaq Wazir were 

senior commanders. 

Aslam Awan Jan. 11, 2012. Awan, who is also known as Abdullah 

Khorasani, is a deputy to the leader of al 

Qaeda's external operations network and 

a Pakistani citizen.  

Badr Mansoor 
 

Feb. 9, 2012. Mansoor, a Pakistani citizen, served as 

al Qaeda's leader in Pakistan and a key 

link to the Taliban and Pakistani jihadist 

groups.  

Abu Usman Adil April 29, 2012. Abu Usman Adil was the leader of the 

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and 

spearhead the expansion of the group's 

operations in Afghanistan.  
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Abu Yahya al Libi June 4, 2012. Abu Yahya was a Libyan citizen, and 

served as al Qaeda's chief of staff and 

senior cleric and ideologue.  

Badruddin Haqqani 

(disputed) 

August 21, 2012 Commander of military operations and 

third-in-command of the Haqqani 

Network. 

Seleh al-Turki,  September 24, 2012 Mid-level al-Qaeda operative. 

Abu Akash al-Iraqi September 24, 2012 Senior al-Qaeda operative. 

Umar Haqqani October 11, 2012 Punjabi Taliban commander. 

Maulana Shakirullah 

(according to some reports) 

October 11, 2012 Commander of the Hafiz Gul Bahadur 

group of the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan. 

Sheikh Abdul Bari November 29, 2012 Yemen-born al Qaeda-linked militant 

Abdul Rehman al-Zaman 

Yemeni 

December 1, 2012 Mid-level al Qaeda commander, 

equivalent to a colonel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://counterterrorism.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/program_pages/attachments/2012-09-24.pdf
http://counterterrorism.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/program_pages/attachments/2012-09-24.pdf
http://counterterrorism.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/program_pages/attachments/2012-10-11.pdf
http://counterterrorism.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/program_pages/attachments/2012-10-11.pdf
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Appendix 4 

Figure 1a: Casualty numbers as a result of drone strikes. 
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Figure 1b: Avg. Total Casualties & Avg. Civilians Killed. 
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Figure 2a: Suicide Bombings inside Pakistan & Number of Drone Strikes. 
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Figure 2b: Suicide bombings & casualties (2008 onwards) 
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Figure 3: Number of drone strikes, Pakistani Public Opinion of U.S. unfavorable and Suicide Attacks in Pakistan.  
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Appendix 5 

The Long War Journal 

This is a project run by the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies. According to the 

organization their data is “obtained from press reports from the Pakistani press (Daily 

Times, Dawn, Geo News, The News, and other outlets), wire reports (AFP, Reuters, etc.), as well 

as reporting from The Long War Journal” (The Long War Journal (TLWJ), 2012). The Pakistani 

newspapers they mention are reputable newspapers in the country, however they too 

predominantly depend on reports given to them by the military stationed in or around the area. 

Very seldom are reports given by local journalists (which are decreasing in number), local 

residents (due to lack of accessibility) and from Taliban spokesmen. The Long War Journal itself 

admits that “given the Taliban’s control of the areas where strikes occur, and a dearth of 

reporters in those areas, the exact numbers of casualties are difficult to know (TLWJ, 2012).  

According to Bill Roggio and Alexander Mayer (2012), the Senior Editor of The Long 

War Journal, they calculated the numbers by looking at the total number of killed reported in 

any drone strike and then subtracting the number of identified civilians in those reports. This has 

meant that only individuals that have been explicitly mentioned as civilians in reports have been 

counted as such, while all others are considered as militants. He also admits that this has meant 

that their estimate of the number of civilians killed since 2006 by drone strikes in Pakistan (139 

civilians as of October 24
th
, 2012 when their data was last updated) is “a low-end estimate” 

(Roggio & Mayer, 2012). In the same period the report puts the number of Taliban/Al Qaeda 

operatives killed at 2,431. It estimates 319 drone strikes have occurred in Pakistan since 2004 

(when they first started in the region) with one strike each in 2004 and 2005 (TLWJ, 2012). The 
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dataset does a very nice job of identifying the specific areas in which the drone strikes have hit 

and the militant groups that they have targeted.       

Some of the problems with this dataset are that it explicitly requires posthumous 

verification of victims as citizens which the project itself admits is hard to do given the lack of 

accessibility of reporters to the area. Secondly, it does not have data for casualties for 2004 and 

2005 (Living Under Drones, 2012). Thirdly, and most importantly it does not make data 

available for a strike-by-strike basis format which means that it is harder to see where mistakes 

in the data might have been made (TLWJ, 2012).       

New American Foundation 

According to the Living under drones (2012) report this is the most widely quoted dataset 

in the U.S. The project itself is called The Year of the Drone. The data gives numbers from 2004 

through 24
th

 October 2012. The New American Foundation, unlike the Long War Journal, 

categorize casualties into three groups; militants, civilians and unknown (The Year of the Drone, 

2012). The numbers are as follows: 

Year 
Militant 

Low 

Militant 

High 

Unknown 

Low 

Unknown 

High 

Civilian 

Low 

Civilian 

High 

Total 

Low 

Total 

High 

2012 207 328 2 4 1 1 210 333 

2011 336 535 27 58 3 9 366 599 

2010 579 991 16 20 11 16 608 1028 

2009 266 538 59 158 23 27 350 721 

2008 176 289 21 22 20 32 219 344 

2004-2007 54 88 5 6 95 107 155 200 

Total 1618 2769 130 268 153 192 1908 3225 

The New American Foundation Database.  
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Another thing to note about the table is that they give a range (a low number and a high number) 

and not one fixed number. This is due to their methodology of calculating the numbers. 

According to the projects own website “this database reflects the aggregation of credible news 

reports about U.S. drone strikes in Pakistan. The media outlets that New America relies upon are 

the three major international wire services (Associated Press, Reuters, Agence France Presse), 

the leading Pakistani newspapers (Dawn, Express Times, The News, The Daily Times), leading 

South Asian and Middle Eastern TV networks (Geo TV and Al Jazeera), and Western media 

outlets with extensive reporting capabilities in Pakistan (CNN, New York Times, Washington 

Post, LA Times, BBC, The Guardian, Telegraph). The New America Foundation makes no 

independent claims about the veracity of casualty reports provided by these organizations” (The 

Year of the Drone, 2012). 

The project only quotes figures if they are reported in at least two of the news sources 

mentioned above (with the ideal number being four sources, anything less than that is reported 

but with an asterisk). Although simultaneous drone attacks on different locations are counted as 

two different strikes, multiple successive attacks in a short period on the same location is 

regarded as one drone strike. A good addition has been the unknown category. Three groups fall 

in this category (The Year of the Drone, 2012): 

i) If only one media source refers to them as ‘civilians’ while the others do not. 

ii) If the media reports are too contradictory to one another. 

iii) If the media refers to some of the total casualties in a drone strike as ‘civilians’ than 

one third are counted as ‘civilians’ and the remaining as ‘unknown’.  
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As for the ‘civilian’ or ‘militant’ category, a report from at least two media outlets is used. 

But here in lies the problem, in many cases most of the media sources get their information from 

the same source or from other media outlets (Living Under Drones, 2012). This is especially true 

recently since the Pakistan military has cordoned off many parts of the region. Due to this lack of 

access for independent verification the numbers the military provides or estimates from 

anonymous sources are reported by most of the media sources with little fact checking. Conor 

Friedersdorf (2012b) of the Atlantic has pointed towards similar shortcomings of this dataset. 

According to Living under the drones (2012) report out of the 86 working links for articles 

posted by The New American Foundation as evidence of the casualty numbers for the year 2012, 

74 percent quote anonymous government officials.  

Conor Friederdorf (2012a) also points to very serious definitional problems in how a ‘militant’ is 

defined. Since unknown or anonymous government officials are being asked to give the casualty 

numbers then the government’s definition of a ‘militant’ being any male of fighting age unless 

proven otherwise is deeply problematic (Sullivan, 2012). As mentioned earlier it is unclear if any 

efforts are made to posthumously identify civilians.  Another problem identified by both 

Friederdorf (2012a) and Living under drones (2012) report is that contrary to claims, the New 

American Foundation data is not “updated regularly” (p 48). There are a number of accounts 

shared by both reports whereby it was clearly established that a number of civilians were killed 

in certain previous strikes but those changes were not adopted (although for some cases changes 

were made later) (Living Under Drones, 2012).       
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The Bureau of Investigative Journalism (TBIJ)  

Methodologically TBIJ has the most scrutinized dataset of the three. This is because TBIJ 

has used more media sources than the other two and it has tried to do its own investigation where 

possible (in the form of contacting news agencies to scrutinize their story or doing field 

investigations). They have also tried to incorporate relevant material for fact checking from 

politicians, government officials, lawyers, leaked documents (like WikiLeaks), and press releases 

of all parties in the conflict, and it gives much more detail and resources about every strike it lists 

(The Bureau of Investigative Journalism (TBIJ), 2012). Furthermore it makes an effort to name 

the victims, whether civilians and militants, of any strike where possible (Living Under Drones, 

2012). Like the New American Foundation project The Year of the Drones, TBIJ dataset starts 

from 2004 to the present, it also reports numbers in ranges where there are conflicting numbers 

reported by different sources for the same strike and divides the victims into different categories. 

However, they have more categories that the New American Foundation which helps give a 

better picture of the complexity of counting human loss, including giving reported injury 

numbers. The categories are (TBIJ, 2012): 

Militants: those confirmed by the militant groups themselves or that are undeniably according to 

all major sources militants. 

Alleged militants: Those reported as militants however there are conflicting stories reported. 

Civilians: Those reported as ‘civilians’ in multiple media reports. When the numbers vary among 

reports rather than a fixed number than a range is given rather than one fixed number.  

Children: the United Nations designated age range of 0-17 inclusive. 
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The methodological differences described above can help explain some of the number 

differences that are given below: 

 Numbers 

Total strikes 350 

Total Reported killed 2,593 – 3,378 

Civilians reported killed 475 – 885 

Children reported killed 176 

Total injured 1,252 – 1,401 

The Bureau of Investigative Journalism Database 

There are some overarching problems that cut-across all three datasets. These problems 

mainly have to do with the rough conditions in FATA and the lack of access from outside world. 

This is exacerbated by the lack of information transfer from inside the region to the outside 

world as well. This has meant that in all three cases there are very few field investigations by 

aggregators of all three datasets (and the same is true for any other datasets accessible to the 

public). This has meant a dependence on the numbers given by government officials and by the 

media. This is the crux of the data’s major issues. Firstly, the numbers that the media gets are 

mainly from either Pakistani government officials, US government officials or militant leaders 

all of whom have an interest in manipulating the figures (Living Under Drones, 2012). Secondly, 

the media reports estimates of casualties that are dependent on the definitions of the different 

groups as given to them by their sources. For example if a government official claims that 10 

militants were killed in a strike and that number is reported, then the question is who is a militant 

is decided solely by the government (Friedersdorf, 2012b). If they consider a militant any male 

member of fighting age (which might be 14 in some cases) who posthumously cannot be 
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identified as a civilian by the government themselves than the media run the risk of major 

underreporting of civilian deaths. But if the definition of a militant is a person who the 

government can name and has concrete evidence of having connections with militant groups, 

than the media runs risk of over-reporting civilian numbers. In most cases, however, the former 

definition is used (Living Under Drones, 2012).  

Another counting problem is being able to correctly figure out even the total number of 

deaths as a result of any strike. This is because in the rubble left behind by a drone strike it is 

hard to identify the total number of people. In many cases the explosion burns victims into 

unidentifiable ashes (Living Under Drones, 2012).       

Given these problems though, as mentioned above due the transparency about each strike 

and the far greater number of supporting reports for each strike, TBIJ dataset is the most 

elaborate and possibly closer to the accurate number than the other two. TBIJ in fact also tries to 

use resources mentioned by the New American Foundation database and that of The Long 

Journal (TBIJ, 2012). However, the New American Foundation dataset (2012) is arranged in a 

way that allows us to clearly see the trends as far as number of drone strikes and their accuracy 

over time, while The Long War Journal dataset (2012) helps us look at which militant 

organizations drones have reportedly been targeting most.  
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